T eresa of Avila is often represented book in hand.The book is not one she is reading, but one she is writing, with the Holy Spirit hovering over her quill pen to demonstrate that the words are not her own. Teresa (1515-1582) was in fact quite bookish, and quite well read for a sixteenthcentury Spanish woman. In the words of Joel Saugnieux, author of an important study of popular and high culture in early modern Spain, "The entire existence of St.Teresa is organized around, depends upon, and proceeds from books." 1 Throughout her autobiographical writings Teresa represents many of her most significant experiences as scenes of reading, that is, as scenes of engagement with written texts.
For some or all of these reasons, as well as for her lifelong engagement with books,Teresa narrates the long, tortuous path to her unequivocal dedication to a monastic vocation as a series of scenes of reading. When she was about seven, Teresa and her older brother Rodrigo ran away from home to follow in the footsteps of the martyrs whose lives they had read (or listened to) from the Flos sanctorum, the Spanish translation of Jacobus de Voragine's Golden Legend (ca. 1260).That project having been thwarted by a relative who is said to have retrieved the youngsters just outside the walls of Avila, they tried out another type of saintly life, that of the hermit, with no more success: "En una huerta que havía en casa procurávamos, como podíamos, hacer ermitas, puniendo unas pedrecillas, que luego se nos caían" [In a garden that we had in our house we tried as we could to make hermitages piling up some little stones, which afterward would quickly fall down again] (El libro de la vida 1.5; hereafter Vida).
4 At eighteen, still undecided about her future,Teresa visited a paternal uncle, Pedro Sánchez de Cepeda, who was preparing for the priesthood by reading religious and devotional books en romance (in Spanish). At the time, she had no interest whatever in religious books:"Hacíame le leyese, y aunque no era amiga de ellos, mostrava que sí" [He asked me to read these books to him; and although I did not like them, I pretended to] (Vida 3.4). Nevertheless, this scene of reading to him apparently modified her literary tastes, for later that year her reading of the Letters of St. Jerome gave her the courage to tell her father that, in defiance of his wishes, she had decided to join a convent (Vida 3.7).
5 Early one morning in 1536 she ran away from home to the Carmelite convent of the Encarnación, where she took vows in 1537. She withheld full emotional commitment to the religious life until her final conversion experience in 1554, which she narrates in part as a scene of reading of Augustine's Confessions. 6 Only then did she correct the course she ascribes in large part to a scene of reading staged by her mother nearly thirty years earlier, a clandestine reading of novels of chivalry.Teresa's conversion, among other reversals, entailed translating her participation in chivalric narratives from the carnal to the spiritual register, where she could perform both the feminine and masculine roles.
Teresa does not say how she learned to read; indeed, she seems to take for granted her own literacy and that of her parents, siblings, and relatives. Her descriptions of her childhood home emphasize religious instruction through rituals and readings, which in the typical family would have been given by the mother. Although her maternal grandmother was illiterate, Teresa's mother, Beatriz de Ahumada (ca. 1495-1528), read fluently enough to derive pleasure as well as instruction from reading. How and when Beatriz learned to read is not known, but she must have profited from educational opportunities provided to women in the late fifteenth
